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For every woman who was told that power mattered more than her truth.

Characters

Elowen Hart — A human seamstress whose ordinary skills become the sharpest weapon in the underworld.

King Varek Noctis — The last Voidborn and immortal ruler of Netherdeep. His Heartstone sustains the borders between life and death.

Mae Hart — Elowen and Varek’s fearless two-year-old daughter, whose missing shadow threatens two worlds.

General Tamsin Noctis — Varek’s retired aunt, former commander, creature rescuer, and unstoppable matchmaker.

Pipkin — Varek’s impeccably dressed imp secretary and reluctant expert on romantic liability.

Grand Healer Orun Thistledown — A moth-fae healer who knows why Mae’s shadow is disappearing.

Captain Fen Ashclaw — A werewolf commander whose loyalty to Varek includes telling him when he is being an idiot.

Vespera Quill — A Bone Oracle who believes prophecy should control every crown.

Chancellor Mordane — A powerful wraith politician who profits from fear and division.

Biscuit — A three-headed royal hellhound who has never obeyed anyone until Mae.

Peoples and Places of Netherdeep

Netherdeep — The underworld kingdom beneath the mortal realm, lit by blue-fire rivers and an upside-down moon.

The Seven Covenant Peoples — Gargoyles, banshees, vampires, werefolk, moth-fae, imps, and wraiths. They hold the original seven seats of government.

The River of Echoes — A black, luminous river where memories, lost truths, and restless spirits gather.

The Heartstone — The living source of power inside Varek’s chest.

The Crown Keystone — A separate relic capable of unlocking the crown’s memories and redirecting border magic during an eclipse.

The Crooked Halo — Tamsin’s sanctuary for injured magical creatures and people with nowhere else to go.
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The Woman in the Prophecy

Three years earlier

The first thing Elowen noticed was the silence.

The palace of Netherdeep was never silent. Its black-glass walls whispered the names of passing servants. Blue flames murmured inside iron braziers. Somewhere beneath the throne room, the River of Echoes moved through the earth with the steady rush of a sleeping sea.

Tonight, every sound had stopped.

Elowen stood barefoot in the doorway of Varek’s private chamber, clutching his shirt around her body. The garment fell almost to her knees, black silk still warm from his skin. Only an hour earlier, he had been laughing against her mouth because she had called the King of Netherdeep impossible. He had carried her to his bed, and she had allowed herself one reckless night of believing an immortal king might love an ordinary human seamstress.

Now six armored gargoyles lined the corridor.

Bone Oracle Vespera Quill stood between them in a gown the color of old ivory. In her hands, a silver mirror wept red light.

Varek faced Elowen from the center of the room.

He had dressed, but not completely. His black coat hung open over his bare chest. Beneath his breastbone, the Heartstone burned through his skin like a star trapped under ice. His expression was colder than the obsidian crown in his hand.

On the table lay Elowen’s canvas sewing bag.

Its contents had been emptied in a neat, condemning row: spools of thread, needles, chalk, scissors, the silver thimble her mother had given her—and a folded map Elowen had never seen.

Beside it rested a letter bearing her name.

“What is this?” she asked.

Varek did not answer.

Vespera tilted the mirror. “Show her.”

The glass brightened.

Elowen saw herself inside it, kneeling beneath an upside-down moon. Blood covered her hands. Varek lay before her with his chest opened and his Heartstone glowing between her fingers. Behind them, his crown split in two. Gates of white light opened across Netherdeep, and armed human silhouettes poured through.

The vision lasted only seconds.

It was enough.

Elowen’s stomach turned. “That isn’t real.”

“It is prophecy,” Vespera said. “Prophecy is what remains after hope has finished lying.”

Elowen ignored her. She looked only at Varek. “You know me.”

The muscles in his jaw tightened.

“Do I?”

Two words should not have hurt more than a knife. They did.

Vespera lifted the letter. “This promises the Heartstone to mortal hunters in return for a kingdom of her own.”

“I didn’t write it.”

“The map was in your bag.”

“Then someone put it there.”

Varek’s shadow spread across the floor behind him. Usually it disobeyed his pride, reaching for Elowen whenever he pretended not to want her close. Tonight it stood rigid at his heels.

She crossed the room anyway.

One of the gargoyles lowered a spear. Varek raised two fingers, stopping him.

That tiny mercy gave her hope, foolish and immediate.

“Ask me anything,” Elowen said. “Ask where I have been every hour since I came here. Ask Pipkin who delivered my materials. Ask the kitchen workers. Search my room. Search my memories if your magic can do it. But look at me and decide whether I would carve your heart from your body.”

His gaze dropped to the shirt she wore.

Pain moved across his face before he buried it.

“You arrived in my realm by accident,” he said. “You earned access no human has possessed in centuries. You entered my private rooms. My councils. My bed.”

“Because you invited me.”

“Or because you made certain I would.”

Her hand went unconsciously to her abdomen.

For six days she had carried a secret, small and terrifying and wonderful. A mortal physician in the upper world had confirmed it before the forgotten gate pulled Elowen back to Netherdeep.

She had planned to tell Varek at sunrise.

Now the words crowded behind her teeth.

We made a child.

You are going to be a father.

Please do not make me say it while you look at me as though I am filth.

“Varek,” she whispered.

His crown flashed.

The air split open behind her.

A vertical wound of daylight appeared in the chamber, revealing a rain-soaked alley in the mortal world.

Elowen’s blood went cold. “No.”

“You are banished from Netherdeep.”

The gargoyles moved.

She fought them, not because she thought she could win but because Varek had to hear her. “The mirror is showing you what someone wants you to see.”

“Take her.”

“If the prophecy accused Tamsin, would you condemn her without a hearing?”

His eyes flickered.

There it was. The truth.

“You wouldn’t,” Elowen said. “You would search every realm for another explanation. You chose the easiest one because I am human.”

“Enough.”

“You never trusted me.”

The gargoyles seized her arms. The shirt slipped from one shoulder. Elowen twisted hard enough to bruise herself.

“I need to tell you—”

Varek looked away.

The gate swallowed her.

She struck wet stone on the other side. Cold rain sheeted over her bare legs, and the portal shrank before she could crawl back.

“Varek!”

For one heartbeat, she saw him through the narrowing light.

He stood alone in the chamber. His face was carved from fury and grief. His shadow had broken free of his feet at last. It reached across the floor toward her.

Then the gate closed.

The alley became dark.

Elowen pressed both hands over the tiny life inside her and tried to breathe.

She had no shoes. No money. No coat. No key to the rented room she had left weeks ago. The man she loved believed she had tried to murder him.

The baby beneath her palms was the only thing in two worlds that still felt true.

“It’s all right,” she whispered, though nothing was. “I have you.”

Rain hid her tears.

“And I promise you, little heart, we will never beg a king to believe us.”
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The Woman the King Banished
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The Shadow That Would Not Wake

Mae’s shadow disappeared on a Tuesday morning between breakfast and a broken sewing machine.

One moment it stretched across the floor of Elowen’s shop, a small dark copy of a small determined child. The next, it was gone.

Elowen did not notice immediately. She was bent over the open machine, trying to rescue a length of ivory satin from gears that had decided to eat it. The rent was due in four days. A bride named Cynthia expected this dress by Friday and had already called twice to remind Elowen that her wedding was “the most important event in the city.”

Mae sat beneath the cutting table feeding buttons into an empty teacup.

“Soup,” she announced.

“Delicious.”

“Hot.”

“Then blow on it.”

Mae puffed both cheeks and sprayed three buttons across the floor.

Elowen smiled despite herself. “Excellent technique.”

The lights flickered.

Mae’s laughter stopped.

Elowen straightened so quickly she struck her elbow on the machine. “Sweetheart?”

Her daughter stared at the floor.

Sunlight came through the front window, laying a bright rectangle across the worn boards. Elowen’s own shadow cut across it. The table cast four thin legs. The teacup made a dark oval.

Mae cast nothing.

Elowen’s first thought was exhaustion. Her second was that some trick of light had confused her. She lifted Mae out from under the table and set her directly in the sun.

No shadow.

Mae shivered.

“Cold, Mama.”

The room was warm. July heat pressed against the glass, and the old fan in the window did little more than push hot air around.

Elowen touched Mae’s forehead.

Her skin felt like winter.

Within fifteen minutes, they were in the urgent-care clinic two streets away. Within forty, a doctor had checked Mae’s heart, lungs, temperature, reflexes, pupils, blood sugar, and oxygen twice.

“Her temperature is normal,” he said.

“She feels cold.”

“Her skin is slightly cool, but that can happen after anxiety.”

Elowen pointed to the floor. “She does not have a shadow.”

The doctor’s expression changed in the careful way people’s expressions changed when they were trying not to frighten a mother.

He moved the examination lamp. Mae’s body blocked the light, but no human-shaped darkness appeared behind her.

His professional calm cracked.

“That is unusual.”

“Unusual is not a diagnosis.”

They spent the afternoon at the hospital. Machines declared Mae healthy while her lips slowly lost their color. Blood tests came back ordinary. A neurologist suggested observation. A psychiatrist asked whether Elowen had been sleeping.

At sunset, Mae began speaking to someone in the corner.

“No,” she said solemnly. “Mama come too.”

Elowen followed her gaze. The corner was empty.

“Who are you talking to?”

“River lady.”

Every sound in the room seemed to pull away.

Elowen crouched by the hospital bed. “What lady?”

Mae held out both hands toward the dark corner. “She says water remembers me.”

Elowen’s fear became something sharper.

The River of Echoes.

She had never spoken that name aloud in the mortal world. She had never told Mae anything about Netherdeep, Varek, the palace, or the dark river beneath it.

Mae could not know.

Unless something from Netherdeep knew her.

Elowen signed her daughter out against medical advice.

Back at the shop, she locked the front door, pulled every curtain, and carried Mae upstairs to their one-room apartment. She wrapped the child in two blankets and held her on the narrow bed while the city darkened beyond the windows.

Mae’s eyes drifted closed.

“Mama?”

“I’m here.”

“My shadow went swimming.”

“We’re going to bring it home.”

Elowen said it with the confidence she used when promising customers an impossible repair.

Then Mae fell asleep, and Elowen allowed herself to be afraid.

For nearly three years she had built a life without Varek. She had turned a storage room into a home, secondhand machines into a business, and grief into something she could carry without bleeding on everyone who touched her.

She had never asked Netherdeep for anything.

But if her daughter’s life was being pulled toward that realm, pride did not matter.

Hatred did not matter.

Even Varek did not matter.

Elowen would walk into the underworld and tear Mae’s shadow from the river with her bare hands if she had to.

Something tapped against the window.

Once.

Twice.

Then a third time, impatient as a creditor.

Elowen turned.

A moth the size of a dinner plate clung to the glass, its silver wings glowing with words stitched in black thread.
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A Message Sewn in Black Thread

Elowen had met many strange creatures in Netherdeep.

She had fitted a corset on a woman whose ribs rearranged themselves whenever she lied. She had watched imps settle a tax dispute through competitive juggling. She had once shared an elevator with a vampire, a ghost, and a troll carrying a basket of enchanted onions.

The moth at her window frightened her more than any of them.

Its wings bore Varek’s royal mark.

Not the crown. Not the crest stamped on decrees and prison doors. The older sign—the narrow black star of the Voidborn, which appeared only on objects bound to his blood.

Elowen laid Mae gently on the bed and approached the glass.

The moth tapped again.

“If you explode,” Elowen told it, “I will be extremely annoyed.”

It folded its wings as though offended.

She opened the window.

The creature drifted inside, trailing luminous dust. It circled Mae once, then landed on the blanket above her heart.

Black thread rose from its wings.

Not ink. Actual thread, lifting and rearranging itself in the air.

FIRSTBORN SHADOW FAILURE.

SEVEN NIGHTS UNTIL RIVER CLAIM.

FIND ORUN THISTLEDOWN BEFORE THE ECLIPSE.

Elowen read the message twice.

“Who sent you?”

The moth turned one wing. More stitches appeared.

DIAGNOSTIC WATCHER NINETY-FOUR.

AUTHORIZED BY GRAND HEALER ORUN.

SUBJECT: UNRECORDED VOIDBORN HEIR.

Elowen sat down hard.

Orun knew.

Perhaps not about Mae specifically, but enough to send something searching for a child carrying Varek’s blood.

The moth crawled closer to Mae’s face. Mae opened one sleepy eye.

“Pretty bug.”

“It is not staying.”

Mae hugged it.

The moth made a pleased sound like a spoon chiming against crystal.

Elowen covered her face with both hands.

Seven nights.

The royal gates had sealed after Varek banished her. She had tried for months to find another entrance. Every mirror, abandoned tunnel, cemetery arch, and underground station named in the notes she had stolen from her own memory had remained stubbornly mortal.

There had been one exception.

The midnight elevator beneath Bellweather Station.

Varek once told her it belonged to smugglers before the Covenant existed. It was not connected to the palace network and opened only when an eclipse weakened the wall between realms.

Elowen went to the dresser and removed the bottom drawer. Beneath it, taped to the wood, was a black coin.

Varek had pressed it into her palm during her second week in Netherdeep.

If you get lost, spend this at any gate. It will know where you belong.

She had almost thrown it into the river a hundred times.

Now it was warming in her hand.

The eclipse had awakened the old roads.

Mae sat up, moth clutched to her chest. “Go train?”

“Yes.”

“Adventure?”

Elowen looked around their tiny room. The uneven walls. The stack of unpaid bills. The yellow curtains Mae liked to hide behind. The wedding dress still trapped in the machine downstairs.

She might never see any of it again.

“Not an adventure,” she said. “A very serious errand.”

Mae nodded with the solemnity of someone who had never completed a serious errand in her life.

Elowen packed quickly: clothing, bread, water, the emergency cash in the flour jar, Mae’s blanket, and every medicine the hospital had provided. She added her sewing kit because experience had taught her that rulers, monsters, and desperate mothers all eventually needed a needle.

At the door, she stopped.

Varek would be in Netherdeep.

The thought struck with humiliating force. Three years had passed, yet her body remembered his presence before her mind could defend itself—the heat of the Heartstone, the low certainty of his voice, the rare smile that had once made an immortal king seem young.

It also remembered his silence as the gate closed.

Elowen lifted Mae onto her hip.

“We are going to find the healer,” she said. “We are not going near the palace. We are not speaking to arrogant kings. We are not making any life-changing mistakes.”

Mae pointed to the moth perched on Elowen’s head.

“Bug coming.”

“Apparently the bug has not agreed to my rules.”

They left the shop just before midnight.
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The Midnight Elevator

Bellweather Station had been closed since a platform fire in 1987.

According to the city, the lower tunnels were flooded. According to Varek, the fire had been caused by two salamanders arguing over a stolen violin and the tunnels did not contain water so much as “an inconvenient amount of remembering darkness.”

Elowen had assumed he was joking.

She should have known better.

The fence around the station had a hole large enough for Mae and just small enough to ruin Elowen’s coat. She squeezed through, dragged their bag after her, and followed the diagnostic moth down a stairway furred with moss.

Mae rode on her back, arms tight around Elowen’s neck.

“Dark.”

“I noticed.”

“Sing.”

Elowen sang the first song that came to mind, a ridiculous counting rhyme about six dishonest ducks. Her voice echoed through the abandoned ticket hall.

On the final verse, something in the darkness sang back.

There were seven ducks now.

Elowen stopped.

“Did you hear that?”

Mae whispered, “Duck ghost.”

“Naturally.”

The moth led them past the platforms and through a maintenance door hanging from one hinge. Beyond it waited a tiled corridor that did not appear on any city map. At the far end stood an elevator with tarnished brass doors.

There was no call button.

Only a coin slot.

Elowen took out Varek’s coin.

The black metal pulsed against her fingertips like a second heartbeat. For one painful instant, she remembered Varek closing her fingers around it.

It will know where you belong.

“It had better have improved its judgment,” she muttered.

She inserted the coin.

The elevator doors opened.

Inside, a skeletal attendant in a red cap sat on a folding stool reading a newspaper.

He lowered it. “Destination?”

Elowen stared.

The attendant waited. His bones were engraved with tiny station names.

“Netherdeep.”

“Capital, suburbs, battlefield, haunted district, regrettable marsh, or royal execution plaza?”

“Somewhere near the Grand Healer.”

“Everyone says that. No one wants the execution plaza until they need it.”

Mae waved. “Hello, bones.”

The attendant tipped his cap. “Good evening, small living person.”

Elowen entered cautiously. “Is this safe?”

“Madam, this elevator has operated for four hundred and twelve years with only nine fatal incidents.”

“Nine?”

“Eight were deliberate.”

The moth floated inside. The doors shut.

The elevator dropped.

Elowen’s stomach remained somewhere near street level.

Numbers flashed above the doors: B1, B2, B3, B13, YESTERDAY, TEETH, B6.

Mae squealed with delight.

The attendant turned a page. “First time?”

“No.”

“You have the expression.”

“I was thrown out last time.”

He considered this. “Ah. Return passenger.”

The floor vanished beneath Elowen’s feet. For several seconds they fell through a sky full of upside-down stars. Then gravity returned sideways.

Elowen struck the wall. Mae laughed into her shoulder.

The attendant folded his newspaper. “Customs may ask whether you are carrying prohibited sunlight, holy water, unsanctioned memories, or cheese.”

“Cheese?”

“Long story. Terrible smell.”

The elevator slowed.

Through the seam between the doors, blue light appeared.

Elowen’s heart began beating too hard.

She knew that light.

Netherdeep opened before them in pieces: black towers rising from a valley of luminous mist, bridges made from enormous bones, market lanterns floating without chains, the distant silver curve of the River of Echoes. Above it all hung the inverted moon, its crescent pointing down like a smile with sharp intentions.

It was beautiful.

She hated that it was still beautiful.

The doors opened onto a crowded station.

Imps hurried past carrying briefcases. A gargoyle family argued over luggage. Two vampires shared an umbrella beneath a ceiling that had no rain. A centaur police officer blew a whistle at a flock of ghost pigeons.

Mae leaned forward, wonder overcoming her cold. “Mama.”

“I see.”

“Monsters.”

Several passengers turned.

Elowen adjusted her grip. “We call them citizens here.”

The skeletal attendant held out one hand.

“Fare.”

“The coin was the fare.”

“The coin opened the route. The fare is one honest regret.”

Elowen looked back at the dark elevator.

She had many regrets. Most were too private to hand a stranger.

Finally, she said, “I regret believing love could survive without trust.”

The words left her mouth as a small gray feather. The attendant caught it and tucked it into his newspaper.

“Valid,” he said.

The doors closed.

Elowen stood in Netherdeep with her daughter in her arms.

Somewhere beyond the city, bells began to ring.

Not welcome bells.

Royal warning bells.

The mortal gate had opened, and the king now knew.
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